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Narrative on a doctoral narrative:  
Reflections on postgraduate study and pedagogy 
CUSHLA KAPITZKE 
Background 
Unlike their American counterparts, Doctor of Philosophy students in Australian universities 
undertake no course work as part of their degree requirements. Following the British model 
(Simon 1985), entrants decide on a research topic, choose a suitable supervisor, select an 
appropriate methodology, and enter the wilderness Moses-like for three to six years to 
research and write a thesis. External examiners subsequently assess the completed 
dissertation and, on the basis of this text, an academic board deems the candidate un/worthy 
of credentialing. Whilst some institutions organise informal support groups, contact with 
informed and interested others is, for most candidates, limited to meetings with supervisors. 
The lack of structured course subjects and support systems in Australian doctoral study 
programs is double-edged. On the one hand, it endows candidates optimal intellectual 
independence but, on the other, it can make the research process unnecessarily long, lonely 
and tortu(r)ous. 
This article is an empirical investigation into and narrative about the making of one 
such doctoral narrative, my own (Kapitzke 1992). It arose as a response to a call for ‘stories 
and counter-stories’ about postgraduate pedagogy (Green & Lee 1995, p. 41), within the 
context of a national focus on the quality of postgraduate studies and supervision. Whilst the 
experience of candidature for me was neither long nor excessively painful, the research 
trajectory itself was characterised by a high degree of ongoing change in theoretical, 
methodological, and political conceptualisation. My focus, then, is the process that evolved in 
the formulation and production of what eventually became a theoretically-driven 
ethnographic case study undertaken at a School of Education in a regional Australian 
university (see Kapitzke 1995). 
Because of a situation in which I had, in many ways, placed myself unwittingly, two 
main epistemological concepts combined to amplify my intellectual introspection and 
politicisation. These concepts were first, the discursive mediation and construction of social 
fact and cultural realism (Marcus & Cushman 1982, Rabinow 1986, Smith 1987, 1989) and, 
second, the problematic interrelation of ethnographic authorship, authority, and power 
(Marcus & Fisher 1986, Smith 1990, Strathern 1987a). As dual sides of the one 
Poststructuralist coin I stumbled upon, these concepts encapsulate the notion of data being 
discourse. My aim then, is to describe how these concepts variously delighted and confused 
me as I came to understand their implication for what I thought I was doing, and for what I 
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actually was doing. Further to this, I relate how I integrated these ideas into the research, and 
how ongoing critical interrogation of the tacit assumptions of ethnographic processes and 
practices changed the perspective and politics of the text I finally produced. In closing, I 
address the issue of how I simultaneously ‘came to know’ and ‘to be known’ as an authorised 
‘researcher’ within the conditions of possibility of knowledge transmission and production in 
the tertiary education sector. 
Ideological versions versus raw, real and authentic accounts 
The initial aim of the doctoral research was to explore the interrelation of literacy and 
religion through a ‘naturalistic’ ethnographic case study (Lincoln & Guba 1985) of the 
sociocultural construction of literacy in a local Seventh-day Adventist Church community 
that I called Riverside. A corpus of recent historical and cross-cultural research had examined 
and described different forms of reading and writing operating in Concert with particular 
Western religious institutions and their associated practices. This body of empirical research 
illustrated the variability of literacy and its reciprocity with historical, cultural, and social 
processes. 
To contribute to the knowledge base I aimed, first, to provide an historical overview 
of religio-literate procedures and pedagogies from preliterate traditions through Antiquity to 
the present time and, second, to produce an ethnographic account of the forms and functions 
of reading and writing in church, home and school contexts within the institutional and 
subcultural context of Seventh-day Adventism. The project differed from most others, 
however, in one other important respect, viz., that I took upon myself the role of participant 
researcher of a community to which I belonged. This article explores the theoretical, political, 
and textual ramifications of this discursive complication. 
I commenced with the work of scholars such as Goody, Ong, and Olson, whose ideas 
about alphabetic literacy provided Eurocentric but theoretically helpful insights into the 
purported civilising effects of the written word. For six months I immersed myself in a 
swathe of ethnographic studies describing Western religions and their selective traditions of 
texts, genres, communicative events, and literate practices in communal, educational, and/or 
familial sites and contexts. I read Lesko (1988) and McLaren’s (1986) work on Catholicism; 
Peshkin (1986), Rose (1988), Zinsser (1986) and Wagner’s (1990) studies of evangelical 
education systems; and Fishman’s (1988) description of Old Order Amish literacy. At this 
early stage, I accepted the received view that anthropological and ethnographic narratives 
were non-problematic reflections and representations of the social world; that they were 
transparent windows through which the reader looked into the immediate, everyday worlds of 
social and cultural life. Uncritically, I believed that text reconstituted culture through a 
process of linguistic mirroring, and that such reflections, if done comprehensively, rigorously 
and validly, were natural, factual, and apolitical. No distortion or mystification in well-
grounded and well-argued ethnography, I thought at that stage. 
Heath’s (1983) work in particular stimulated me. My aim was to replicate her study in 
a small way and to do for my community what Heath had done for the Piedmont communities 
of Roadville and Trackton in rendering them more visible and credible. In light of the Azaria 
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Chamberlain incident,1 social observers and commentators rightly noted that Seventh-day 
Adventists in Australia had failed to affirm their voices in a communally constructive and 
socially productive way. As an onlooker of that unfortunate affair-a new member of the 
church at the time-I too recognised that the Seventh-day Adventist Church was invariably 
positioned as ‘other’. Almost without exception, its identity was a product of the gaze and 
discriminatory viewpoints of others. Although Protestant in doctrine and practice, the 
Adventist Church was generally constituted in and by these discourses as different, and as the 
object of attitudes, ascriptions, and stereotype that were frequently based on inappropriate or 
inaccurate ‘outsider’ information. The proposed research provided an opportunity for me to 
demonstrate that Adventist belief and practice were firmly grounded in the Christian 
Scriptures, and that the media’s positioning of the group outside ‘mainstream’ Christianity 
was an erroneous and unjust representation.  
In consummate naivety, I was going to ‘tell it like it was’ in a detailed and ‘accurate’ 
ethnographic description and analysis of Adventist belief and communal life constructed in 
and through literate practice. Qualitative research was a relatively powerful public forum 
through which I could interrupt the exclusionary and disadvantaging debate about my 
community and, hence, myself. An ‘objective’ academic report would stand in 
contradistinction to the misrepresentative accounts produced for and about Adventists by the 
media and social others. In it, I could contest prejudice, and through it I could mitigate forces 
of marginalisation and prejudice that affected those around me in tangible and sometimes 
painful ways. My foundational motivation and assumption was that the presentation and 
interpretation of raw and authentic ethnographic data would counterpose existing myopic 
mythologies of Adventism. 
On the one hand, I understood that, like other scholarly forms, ethnographic accounts 
relied on rhetorical features that led readers to make plausible sociological and 
anthropological meanings, persuading them of their scientific facticity, authority, and 
legitimacy (cf. Atkinson 1990). But, on the other hand, I believed that the qualitative research 
report was different from the genre of fictional narrative because the deployment of voices in 
the form of interviewees’ testimonials and informants’ life histories provided ‘real-life 
evidence’. This evidence supported the claims and conclusions of the researcher, the ‘expert’. 
As the study progressed, however, emerging conceptual and methodological problems forced 
me to a growing awareness and knowledge of the linguistic and critical turn in the social 
sciences. 
One of these problems was that I had difficulty rendering unfamiliar and questionable 
my data, which was the conventionalised values, constructs, and events of Riverside 
community that I had recently acquired. To alleviate this predicament, my supervisor 
suggested I read some critical linguistic and discourse analytic theory. He felt this would 
provide a theoretical lens that would enable me to see, read, interpret, and analyse data with 
the detachment of an ‘outsider’. This, in turn, would mitigate for me the limitations of my 
objective sensibilities. Suffice to say, it did far more than this. Ideas from the literature began 
to problematise hidden assumptions of my role as researcher and the ethnographic narrative I 
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was producing, and from that time onward, I began to feel an increasing uneasiness about 
what I was writing and how I was doing it. 
As I read Foucault (1970, 1972, 1977), Fairclough (1989), Kress (1985), and 
particularly when I read Brodkey’s (l987a) ‘Writing Critical Ethnographic Narratives’, the 
scales fell from my eyes as I came to see the insupportable political position I had assumed in 
the research process. Poststructuralist insights into language, discourse, text, politics, and 
power prompted the realisation that, as an ethnographer I was sensitive to the cultural 
conventions of my subject matter (i.e., subcultural literate practice at Riverside community), 
but I was blithely unaware of the discursive conventions of my institutional positioning and 
practice as an academic researcher and writer (cf. Brodkey 1987b, Gilbert 1992). It was a 
sobering moment personally and professionally when I realised that I was, in effect, oblivious 
to the theoretical, epistemological, and political implications of what I was doing to myself 
and my community (cf. Tomas 1992). 
Ethnographic text as academic artefact 
The orthodoxy of academic discipline and discourse had been so powerful, so naturalised and 
naturalising that it had blinded me to the reality that my speaking/writing position was one of 
dominance over my own community. This position, the relation between myself and my text, 
and therefore between myself and my subjects, was that of the invisible, omniscient, and 
omnipotent researcher. I was self and my subjects were other; I was centre, they were object; 
I was knower, they were known (Ferguson, Gever, Minh-ha & West 1990, Grene 1974, 
Moore 1988). Although an insider, what Clifford (1986, p. 9) calls an ‘indigenous 
ethnographer’, I was participating in the hegemonic and panoptic practice of subcultural 
gazing and glossifying of my own community, which was the very practice and relation I had 
set out to contest and deconstruct. Academic theorisation and colonisation of my ‘self’ as a 
silent, elusive researcher/author had induced me to reinscribe Riverside community yet again 
as a knowable and describable object/other. 
The central theoretical and ethical dilemmas confronting me at that stage were, first, 
that the position I held posed problems to questions I was asking of the data, and second, that 
my position in relation to my community was unconscionable. The speaking position of 
ethnographer/member obliged me henceforth to reconstitute that relationship embodied in 
text by reconciling the meanings of subject/other with those of ethnographer/self (Lather 
1986). It was imperative that I alter my thinking about my data and writing to speak as 
ethnographer/member for member with member rather than as narrator for member about 
member. This latter was the kind of relationship that inhered between Adventists and some 
others as constructed through the naturalising and totalising processes of language used in the 
popular media. The conventional ethnographic genre was little different because it portrayed 
cultural and historical [Adventist] practice as something natural, as some reality that, with the 
right approach and methodology, could be observed and re/presented in an unbiased and 
disinterested manner (cf. Barren 1991, Henriques, Hollway, Urwin, Venn & Walkerdine 
1984). 
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Operating under essentialist presuppositions, I too had attributed intrinsic and 
universal properties to what I knew was already-and-always highly contested cultural 
meanings and phenomena2 These selected, ascribed properties and qualities normatively 
defined and delimited the complex and multifaceted social activity that constituted being, 
believing, and behaving in the community I was observing, describing, and analysing (Fuss 
1989, Grosz 1990). The seemingly innocent immediacy of language, however, had concealed 
the actuality that, as textual artefact, academic writing was social practice. As such it was also 
economic and political action, tied up with competing and frequently conflicting interests 
embodying social relations and effects of power that were local and capillaried rather than 
monolithic and monoglossic. By masking difference, tension, and irregularity in the 
production of a seamless, supposedly authorless ethnographic narrative, I had become party 
to the same mechanisms of control and power used previously to Riverside’s disadvantage.  
In order to optimise Riverside’s agency and voice in the research process and the text 
this produced, I needed to speak both for and with the community, simultaneously inscribing 
them as Self and Other (Mascia-Lees. Sharpe & Cohen 1989, Strathern 1987b), I therefore set 
about writing a theoretically-driven and politicised ethnographic narrative that would account 
for language and text’s capacity to both represent and refract, or shape culture (Wolf 1992). 
This obliged me to acknowledge that the processes of my data selection, collection, collation, 
and interpretation were mediated by the discursive formations of first, myself and the 
academic culture in which I was immersed, and second, my subjects. Questions I had set out 
to explore and perhaps answer were not doable unless I worked from the position that, as text, 
data was also discourse. This formed a turning point in the research, one which necessitated a 
new way of looking at writing and the production of ethnographic text. 
Clearly, the text I was producing was neither objective nor value-neutral, but was 
ineluctability bound up with the interests, values, purposes, and ideologies of both my 
subjects, my supervisor, and myself. Subjects’ testimonials were not real or raw social 
phenomena. They were discourse: mediated descriptions and reflections particular to a 
specific cultural, historical, and geographical context: the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 
modern, late twentieth-century Australia. Certainly, they were first-hand accounts of personal 
experience but not ‘natural’ ones, for they were institutionally constrained by society, church, 
and university and, hence, culturally and discursively framed. The distinction I had drawn 
previously between ‘authentic’ accounts of experience versus distorted ideological versions 
had masked the work of ideology in rendering discursive processes in the formation of 
subjectivity as common-sense. This ‘commonsense’ functioned to deny that theory and 
method constituted epistemological ways of seeing and knowing, and of being seen and being 
known. 
The first strategy I employed to counteract the inequitable intellectual and textual 
relation was to place myself in the narrative by foregrounding my position as researcher, 
mediator, and author. Not unexpectedly, I found the role of first-person narrator a difficult 
one because it made me feel unnervingly exposed. Zinsser (1985, p. 24) had a point when he 
claimed that writers avoid using the first person because they are ‘afraid to go out on a limb’. 
As a woman unaccustomed to having a voice, let alone a public one, and as a researcher 
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undertaking a critical sociological analysis of her own community, I was prone to feelings of 
naivety, vulnerability, and anxiety. My new-found sensitivity to the semiotic and political 
implications of wording the world caused me to agonise over decisions when choosing which 
events, interviews, and textual samples to use for close analysis, and-which words to employ 
when describing those phenomena. I became hyper-sensitive to the realisation that I juggled 
the views and positions of four and five entities who were involved in the research process 
(Ivanic & Simpson 1992). Supervisor, examiners, myself, subjects referred to, Riverside 
community, the larger church institution, and the academic and public audience who would 
read the document as dissertation or published book hovered around and above the writing in 
tension, like so many balls juggled in the air, influencing decisions I made about whose 
version of the world I was discursively and textually foregrounding and framing up. 
Let me illustrate this with an example. As part of the historical and institutional 
background of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, I provided a biographical account of one 
of the church’s co-founders, Ellen Gould White. White (1830-1917) spent seventy years of 
her life public speaking and writing, producing in excess of a million pages of written text. In 
devising the subhead, ‘Ellen Gould White: Theodidactic literatus’, my aim was to highlight 
two of White’s most distinctive characteristics, namely, her enormous literary output and 
unequivocal claim that she was led and taught by God. With regard to the latter, White 
declared: ‘Sister White is not the originator of these books. They contain the instruction that 
during her lifework God has been giving her’ (cited in Schwarz 1979, p. 412). When I 
presented the completed chapter to a community elder for comment, he wrote beside the 
subhead:  
What does this mean? I feel Ellen White would have preferred to be referred to as a 
special messenger of God or simply as a mother, as is inscribed on her tombstone. 
This brought to my attention the important issue of whose language and whose view I was 
employing in the making of this text about these people. Was it theirs, which was mine; or 
was it mine, which, through the pedagogic process, was the university’s? 
Clearly, the symbolic and political significance of these terms, the naming of this community 
member’s world was important to the elder because the high-sounding phraseology, 
‘theodidactic literatus’, was out of kilter with Adventist discourse and its principal communal 
precept, ‘Not I’. I felt, nevertheless, that the appellatives ‘messenger’ and ‘mother did not 
sufficiently encapsulate the socially productive life and literary work of this most 
uncharacteristic nineteenth-century, working-class wife and mother, who had founded a 
world-wide network of hospitals, schools, churches, universities, and publishing houses. The 
issue underlying this seemingly trivial difference of perspective was that of whose politics 
was to be used in this construction and subjectification of White: mine, the elder’s, White’s, 
or whomever’s it was who decided that a single gender biased word, ‘Mother’, would 
immutably inscribe the tomb and, hence, life work and identity of White. 
A further implication was that, as there was apparently no universal truth in text, I had 
to wrestle with the notion of the fiction of factual representation and of ethnographic ‘fiction: 
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not falsehood as opposed to ‘truth, but ‘fiction as it alludes to the partiality of cultural and 
historical truth (Anderson 1989, Angus 1986, Chiang 1989). As texts, ethnographies are 
systems or economies of so-called truth mediated and shaped by relations of social and 
economic power. Whilst they are committed representations, they are nonetheless 
phenomenologically incomplete and partial (Clifford 1988). As discourse, they are 
systematically inclusive in their use of a consistent manner of quoting or ‘speaking for’ the 
reality of others, and systematically exclusive in their silencing of incongruent voices and 
values. Arguing the impossibility of ‘telling it all’, ethnographic truths exclude supposedly 
irrelevant personal and historical detail. Alerted to this double bind, I brooded as much about 
what I was excluding as I did about what I was including and concluding. 
Bearing this in mind, I tried to avoid the smoothed-over, seemingly seamless and 
painless texture that showcases academic texts. I adopted a stance of honesty about the 
numerous confusions, problems, and failures that confronted me. One example of this was the 
dilemma I faced about collecting data on the Sabbath, an activity that contravened my 
conscience. Notwithstanding my concern that the procedural strategies I devised and 
described to cope with this dilemma may not have been acceptable to examiners, I addressed 
the issue frankly in the text. As well, because of the imperialist and visualist origins of 
traditional Western anthropology in which culture comprises objects observed rather than, for 
example, voices heard or odours smelt, the ethnographer observes or ‘reads’ culture relatively 
free of observation, interruption, and criticism. To avoid the unequal power relation 
embodied in this immunity, I tried to represent the subject as one who sees as well as is seen, 
who thinks and speaks, as well as is thought and spoken about. 
In reaction to the conventions and claims of ethnographic realism, experimentation in 
ethnographic writing now seeks to expose the power relations inherent in ethnographic text. 
These new ideas aim at polyvocality rather than the monophonic representation of another’s 
culture as with traditional anthropology. McLaren (1993, p. 133) calls this meta-discourse, a 
‘meta-critical narrative of rights and freedom’. With the recent change of emphasis from the 
observing eye to expressive speech, extended dialogue is used to portray culture as relational, 
and ethnography as an inscription of communicative processes existing between human 
subjects in equal relations of power. Some ethnographers now encourage informants to adopt 
the role of co-authors, to speak for themselves, whilst the ethnographer takes the role of 
scribe and archivist (Lather 1986, Linstead 1993). 
As these ideas permeated my thinking, two main frustrations confronted me. The first 
was the task of reconciling the two seemingly contradictory and oppositional discourses in 
which I operated: personally as a Christian and professionally as a poststructuralist. I did this 
by acknowledging that there is no space outside of language, culture, discourse, and ideology, 
and by asserting that discourses are neither mutually exclusive nor totalising. The second 
frustration was that, given the poststructuralist claim that verbal constructs do not correspond 
in a direct way to reality, I too felt the despair arising from the recognition that meaning and 
truth are never entirely knowable, but are contingent and multiple. I frequently reminded 
myself of Derrida’s response to the interviewer who misunderstood him: “Vous m’avez mal 
compris; vous êtes idiot’. More importantly, I experienced the vexation of participating in 
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and contributing to the elimination of the human subject at the very time when women and 
minority groups like myself had just begun to assert themselves as knowing subjects as well 
as known objects. As Lennox (1987) notes, it is cruelly ironical that, at a time when white 
Western males who had controlled the production of knowledge no longer had a monopoly 
on defining truth, their response was to conclude that there is no Truth to be discovered.  
Postgraduate supervision as institutional practice  
In an atheoretical account of PhD supervision, Connell (I985, p. 39) described the ‘creative’ 
pure-research thesis as one that ‘involves a dialectic—an argument between the general 
conception and particular investigations, a back-and-forth between data and theory, between 
formulation and critique’. Though his aim was to ‘de-mythologise’ postgraduate supervision, 
Connell advised against the concept of students arriving with a ‘cut-and-dried plan from the 
start’ with detailed theses proposals, as they do in North America. The supervisor’s role at 
this stage is to be a ‘sounding board for ideas, and a fountain of suggestions for wide 
reading’. This depicts fairly accurately the role played by the supervisor of my thesis. His 
provision of sufficient reading material and intellectual space enabled me to undergo and 
accommodate ‘moments’ of redefinition and redirection at the stages of design, data analysis, 
and thesis writing. 
Two other considerations should be mentioned here. The first is that the idea of 
undertaking the doctorate, and the topic for it, originated with the supervisor. The high 
distinction that I earned for a Master’s thesis just previously completed with this academic 
seemed to rate highly in the decision-making process. Considering that I did not work at a 
university nor had the intention of doing so in the short term at least, I can only surmise that, 
from an institutional perspective, the agenda of EFTSUs was the motive for the research. Not 
a day went by, however, that I did not grapple with the reasons for taking on the challenge. 
Excessive amounts of time and nervous energy, mine as well as some of the supervisor’s, 
were wasted in rationalising and justifying my course of action. The issues of self-
indulgence—because I enjoyed what I was doing—and pride concerned me greatly. To 
compensate for even the possibility of the study being a self-centred ego-trip, I made a pact 
with myself that anything my community asked me to do, I would do. I believe that I kept 
this personal pledge, one consequence of which was that much of the thesis was written 
between two and five o’clock in the morning, when I would not be interrupted and could 
think. 
The doctoral rite of passage has been described as one ‘from an undergraduate 
community to postgraduate loneliness; a breaking down of ego; and the acquisition of a 
specialised lore through a difficult and intense relation to a supervisor’ (Frow 1988, p. 318). 
Whilst undoubtedly I was inducted into a specialist discourse, my postgraduate experience 
was not overwhelmingly negative. As noted earlier, its trajectory was neither long nor 
excessively difficult. Rather, as a woman coming out of the isolation and relative intellectual 
inactivity of ten years of full-time mothering, I found the challenge welcome and 
exhilarating. It was physically, intellectually, and emotionally lonely, but not psychologically 
traumatic. The social relationship I formed with my supervisor was congenial, and the 
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pedagogical alliance was flexible and productive. He invited me, for example, to audit his 
classes and to attend colloquia of visiting scholars and seminars of other postgraduate 
students. I viewed him as ‘more mentor than master’ (Shannon 1995), as one who generously 
shared his time, energies, and resources with me. The completion of the degree is due, in 
large part, to his support. The institution made no contribution whatsoever, in terms of, for 
example, provision of an office, computer, or stationery. Had it not been for my winning a 
commonwealth postgraduate award half-way through the research, financial constraints may 
have prevented me completing the degree. 
With regard to the formal seminars I attended, as Green and Lee (1995, p. 41) note, 
the practice of the academic seminar involved ‘virtuoso performances’, as well as ‘the 
exchange afterwards, in the manner in which individuals of varying authority and expertise 
engage with the presenter or with each other’. They were the structured occasions at which I 
and others watched and learned:  
how to be, how to interact and intervene, how to introduce and develop a commentary 
... how to work with difference and disputation, how to speak and when, even how to 
hold one’s body or deploy certain mannerisms and gestures. (Green 1995, p. 41) 
These pedagogical events were often hard for me, learning as I was a new way of being and 
behaving. One significant example of sub-cultural difference was the communicative practice 
of interrupting others. Whereas this was frowned upon in my own community, it was not only 
accepted but was expected in the competitive, ‘enlightened’ give-and-take of academic 
repartee. As a premium was placed on the display of knowledge through talk in these events, 
silence was interpreted by some as ignorance. 
The one-to-one meetings that I had with the supervisor were highly productive and 
helpful. Though these did not occur as often as I would have liked, I always went away with 
sufficient ideas and work to keep me going till I rang and asked to meet again. It took 
enormous courage on my part to ring, and I always felt badly about doing it, as I was keenly 
aware of how busy he was. Some sessions lasted only ten minutes, others an hour. Because 
the sessions were so instructional, I took copious notes and/or audio-taped the interactions. 
These written records were of enormous value to me. I returned to them again and again, 
milking every suggestion, criticism, and reference from them that I could. 
The term ‘osmosis’ is used in the literature on higher education pedagogy to describe 
the individuality and informality of the postgraduate learning/teaching process (e.g., Spencer 
1998, p. 40). All of the literature that I have seen adopts the position that this intangible 
transfer of knowledge is unidirectional, that is, that the supervisor is the ‘ knower/teacher’ 
and the candidate is the ‘disciple/learner’. This issue of the epistemological reciprocity of the 
postgraduate pedagogical relationship is one that has been overlooked. The standard critical 
question of ‘Who is doing what to whom and why?’ in and through the highly political 
dynamic of postgraduate supervision is one that future reflections on supervision might elicit. 
The tired convention of the literature review is one of the standard practices through which 
this imperceptible, bottom-up transfer of knowledge occurs (cf. Rankin 1998). 
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The production of knowledge and the construction of identity were undoubtedly 
slanted more heavily from the supervisor to me. Nonetheless, as a relatively new academic, 
he learned through and with me, and I came out of the exercise with a healthy perception of 
having made a difference, however minutely, to him and his ongoing career. Rather than 
demolish my ego, this ‘one-to- one, intense, highly privatised relationship’ (Green 1995, p. 
41), along with the completion of the degree, developed in me a healthy sense of self as 
knower and achiever. Evidence of this is that, though my beliefs, values, and ambitions were 
vastly different from the supervisor, they remained intact throughout the exercise. 
Whilst the study concluded that reading, writing, interpretation, belief, and identity 
are inseparable from the sociocultural practices of religious communities, I also learned that, 
be it around sacred or secular text (e.g., a university textbook), reading instruction invariably 
constructs a relationship between text and reader, student and supervisor. The process of 
producing a dissertation was no exception, entailing as this one did, an irrevocable 
intellectual journey in self-analysis and self-knowledge. The metaphor of a journey for the 
process of writing doctoral theses is commonplace (cf. Deegan & Hill 1991). Suffice it to say, 
on leaving the safety of charted waters, I soon realised that I was steered by stars in a state of 
motion. As their points of theoretical reference drew me this way and that so changed the 
epistemological, political, and textual terrain in which I travelled. Though unpredictable and 
tortuous, the experience endowed panoramic insights that neither myself, my community, 
nor, I suspect, my supervisor envisaged. Admittedly, some of these were disquieting, but:  
what would be the value of the passion for knowledge if it resulted only in a certain 
amount of knowledgableness and not ... in the knower’s straying afield of himself 
[sic]? There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think 
differently than one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely 
necessary if one is to go on looking and reflecting at all. (Foucault 1992, p. 8) 
The passage of my rite may have been somewhat erratic, but the outcome was positive. 
The high drop-out rate in postgraduate studies along lines of gender, class and 
ethnicity shows that many do not achieve the successful outcome to which they are entitled 
(cf. Hawley 1993). Increasing pressures on the higher education sector to improve quality, 
productivity and accountability, coupled with the race for funding in a highly competitive 
market, may inadvertently be setting some postgraduate students up to fail. This is 
inexcusable in this, the postFordist era of openness and flattened hierarchies in the 
workplace. Something is radically wrong if universities, which supposedly move at the 
cutting edge of teaching and learning, are unable to exemplify new culture. One option for 
addressing the problem is to re-evaluate the British model that can so easily mystify the 
pedagogical and supervisory processes. Another is to establish a code of best practice in 
postgraduate supervision procedures. Insufficient understanding of the theory and politics of 
supervision places the onus on the individual student to perform and produce, without due 
consideration being given to the role played by structured and, hence, invisible institutional 
procedures. As one candidate who succeeded, not because of the status quo but in spite of it, 
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it behoves me to call attention to aspects of a system that long ago should have eradicated 
principles and practices of social stratification through gate-keeping. 
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1 On the night of 17 August 1980, 9 -week-old Azaria Chamberlain disappeared from her parent's tent while the 
Chamberlains were camping at Ayers Rock in central Australia. Azaria’s mother, Lindy Chamberlain, the wife of a Seventh-
day Adventist pastor who had just previously ministered at Riverside community, claimed that a dingo had taken the 
sleeping infant. Neither body nor motive was found, but after sensational media coverage and litigation, Mrs Chamberlain 
was convicted of murdering Azaria by slitting her throat in the front seat of the family car, and was sentenced to life 
imprisonment with hard labour. Following a groundswell of legal support for her innocence and a Royal Commission, which 
found serious deficiencies in the forensic evidence used against her, Mrs Chamberlain was pardoned after serving six years 
in prison. Eight years after Azaria’s disappearance, the conviction was quashed. A Hollywood movie and an opera 
commissioned by the Australian Opera Company have added a mythological dimension to the incident. It is interesting to 
note that a recent review of the opera in a national newspaper focused on the character of the much maligned Lindy 
Chamberlain, the composer of the opera claimed that Chamberlain was a target for hostility because ‘as a woman she was 
not programmable according to anybody's agenda. She was not predictable. She was very much her own woman. And all the 
things about her that made her up to be the sort of person she was just triggered off this amazing backlash’ (Icons Face the 
Music, The Australian, Oct. 1-2, 1994, p. 10). 
2 For example, members of Riverside community could not agree on how to’ keep’ their fundamental doctrine of the 
seventh-day Sabbath. A small group of recently arrived German members refused to attend choir practice on the Sabbath 
claiming it was work, whilst resident Australians and visiting South Pacific Islander people believed that fellowship through 
singing was a most appropriate way to spend Sabbath afternoon. The issue was not resolved during the course of the 
research. 
 
